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Introduction 
 
Section 205.203(c) of the soil fertility and crop nutrient management practice standard in 
the USDA Standard sets forth the fundamental requirement for processing and applying 
plant and animal materials. The section states, “The producer must manage plant and 
animal materials to maintain or improve soil organic matter content in a manner that does 
not contribute to contamination of crops, soil, or water by plant nutrients, pathogenic 
organisms, heavy metals, or residues of prohibited substances”.  Subsequently, Section 
205.203(c) states that plant and animal materials include raw animal manure 
(205.203(c)(1)), compost (205.203(c)(2)), and uncomposted plant materials 
(205.203(c)(3)). The USDA Standard establishes that raw animal manure and 
uncomposted plant materials are distinct materials that, when combined and processed, 
yield compost. The Standard also contains management restrictions for crops on which 
raw manure has been applied and specifies the conditions that must be maintained to 
process compost. Other than the common requirement that all production practices used 
in organic production must maintain or improve the natural resources of the operation, 
including soil and water quality, the Standard does not have processing or application 
restrictions or conditions for using composted or uncomposted plant materials that are not 
mixed with animal materials. 
 
In April, 2002 the Compost Task Force Recommendation was presented to the NOSB 
and subsequently approved as a recommendation to the NOP.  In October 2004, a 
separate report and recommendation was presented to the NOSB regarding compost tea.  
This document and recommendations were approved by the NOSB and the Crops 
Committee were directed by the Board to determine the necessary work that needed to be 
done to clarify these documents to the public . This document serves solely to describe 
and present the recommendations contained within both reports, in a concise format and 
in a single document to re-state the NOSB guidance recommendations on the 
interpretations of the applicable sections of the NOP regulation.  This document presents 
recommendations based on the findings of the Compost Task Force (Addendum A) and 
the Compost Tea Task Force (Addendum B). 
 
 
Recommendations 

 
 
Producers of any agricultural commodity or product certified as organic under the 
National Organic Program (NOP) must meet the fundamental requirements for 
processing and applying plant and animal materials for soil fertility and crop nutrient 
management practices as described in Section 205.203 (c) of the final regulation.  
Examples of plant and animal materials are described in Section 205.203 (c) 1-5.  This 



recommendation denotes other materials that would be acceptable under 205.203 (c) (2) 
which applies to plant and animal material mixes.  With the exception of compost teas, 
there are no specific regulations for composting when feedstock is made up of only plant 
material.   
 
 

1. Compost, in addition to that described in section 205.203 (c) (2), is acceptable if 
(i) made from only allowed feedstock materials, except for incidental residues that 
will not lead to contamination (ii) the compost undergoes an increase in 
temperature to at least 131 o F (55 oC) and remains there for a minimum of 3 days, 
and (iii) the compost pile is mixed or managed to ensure that all of the feedstock 
heats to the minimum temperature.  

 
The monitoring of the above parameters must be documented in the Organic 
System Plan (plan) submitted by the producer and verified during the site visit.  
An explanation of compliance with section 205. 203 (c) should also be presented 
in the plan.  
 

2. Vermicompost is acceptable if (i) made from only allowed feedstock materials, 
except for incidental residues that will not lead to contamination, (ii) aerobicity is 
maintained by regular additions of thin layers of organic matter at 1-3 day 
intervals, (iii) moisture is maintained at 70-90% and (iv) duration of 
vermicomposting is at least 12 months for outdoor windrows, 4 months for indoor 
container systems, 4 months for angled wedge systems, or 60 days for continuous 
flow reactors.   

 
3.  Processed manure materials must be made form manure that has been heated to a 
temperature in excess of 150 o F (65 o C) for one hour or more and dried to a  
moisture level of 12% or less, or an equivalent heating and drying process that 
produces a product that is negative for pathogenic contamination by Samonella and 
fecal coliform material.   

 
 

4. Compost teas must be made with potable water.  Equipment used to prepare 
compost tea must be sanitized before use with a sanitizing agent as defined by 21 
CFR 178.1010.   Compost tea should be made with compliant compost or 
vermicompost, using the NOSB recommendation for compost and vermicompost 
mentioned above, and as defined in section 205.203 (c) (2) of the NOP rule. For 
compost tea, this applies to 100% plant feedstock materials, in addition to manure 
feedstocks because non-manure compost feedstocks may harbor high levels of 
fecal bacteria.   

 
Compost tea made without compost tea additives can be applied without 
restriction. Compost tea made with compost tea additives can be applied without 
restriction if the compost tea production system (same compost batch, additives, 
and equipment) has been pre-tested to produce compost tea that meets the EPA 



recommended recreational water quality guidelines for a bacterial indicator of 
fecal contamination (US EPA, 2000).  These indicators and the passing criteria 
are Escherichia coli (126 CFU/100ml) or enterococci (33 CFU/100ml). At least 
two compost tea batches must be tested using accepted methodology (APHA-
AWWA-WEF, 1999; US EPA, 2000), with the average population of indicator 
bacteria across compost tea batches used as the measurement of passing.  Each 
new batch of compost would require that the system quality assurance pre-test be 
conducted again as indicated.  After it passes again, compost tea from the system 
can be used without restriction.  
 
If compost tea made with compost tea additives has not been pre-tested for 
indicator bacteria, its use on food crops is restricted to the 90/120 day pre-harvest 
interval.  Crops not intended for human consumption, ornamental plants, and 
grain crops intended for human consumption are exempt from bacterial testing 
and 90/120 day pre-harvest interval restrictions. Compost extracts - resulting from 
any mixture of compost, water, additives, and adjuvants that are not held for more 
than one hour before use - may be applied without restriction. Raw manure 
extracts or teas may be applied to the soil with a 90/120 day pre-harvest 
restriction.  Foliar applications of raw manure extracts or teas are prohibited. 
Compost leachate may be applied to the soil with a 90/120 day pre-harvest 
restriction.  Foliar applications of compost leachate are prohibited.  Compost tea 
is not allowed for the production of edible seed sprouts. 

 

Committee vote 

To be determined 

 



Addendum A: 
 

 
 



Addendum B: 
 

 
 


